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3

Introduction

Arthur goes to pull the sword from the stone. Suddenly, it starts wiggling on its own.
Then, it pops into the air. Arthur catches it in midair, astonished. Then, the stone cracks.
It’s a stone egg. It snaps in half, and out pops… Sun Wukong!

Sun Wukong was trapped under a mountain for 500 years, and released to travel with
Xuanzong - replace Xuanzong with Arthur? Accidental release through the drawing of the
stone?

This was the first thing I put on paper about my senior project, way back in November
2016. I intended to combine two of my all-time favorite stories, that of King Arthur and the
knights of the round table, and 西遊記 (Journey to the West). Both stories featured wise men on
spiritual quests, companions and advisors who deal in illusion and magic, parades of monsters
out for blood, and epic battles. I mapped out the characters. King Arthur would be the central
figure, the leader and moral guide that he is in his tradition, and that the holy man Xuanzong is in
Journey to the West. King Arthur’s advisor Merlin, the magician, disjointed in time, would be
replaced with Sun Wukong, the Monkey King, who can fly on clouds, transform into any shape,
and who crossed his name out of the book of life and death. Then there would be knights, of
course. Bedevere - or maybe I would make him Zhu Bajie, the deeply loyal but easily fooled
companion? Those two could merge quite nicely. And one more knight to balance it out.
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Lancelot, perhaps, or Gawain. I would have several extra actors as a chorus of sorts, for Sun
Wukong can create duplicates of himself by plucking hairs from his arm and blowing on them. It
would be action packed and fun, and perhaps I would blend some Chinese theatrical techniques
in with a more Western naturalism. All I had to do was write it.
Then I started talking to my peers, and thinking that I would really like to present my
work in the senior project festival in the Fisher Center. It felt important to me that given one
chance to show my work in this wonderful space, I take advantage of that. So I started looking
for a partner.
The problem I saw was that my idea was too complete, and too specific. I knew that I was
unlikely to find someone willing to join in on a fully-formed project, and that I needed to think
about what elements of the project were essential to me, and which I would be willing to
compromise on. After a lot of thought, I decided that what interested me most about the project
was the idea of bringing together two things that aren’t usually found in such proximity. I was
willing to let go of the specific stories I had chosen if I could still play with this intersection of
different cultures. I am a cross-culture kid, born and raised in Hong Kong, with an American
father and an Australian mother, both of whom have lived and worked in Asia their entire adult
lives. This merging of different places, peoples, and traditions is my life. I realised that that could
be really cool to play with, and that would open up space for collaboration. I would take what
had been a footnote in my original plans - the use of Chinese theatrical techniques - and make
that my focus. My partner would write a play, and I would tell it in a Chinese style.
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With this pitch, I found a collaborator, and we both got very excited about our plans.
Shane had also grown up somewhat between cultures, in Arizona, at the intersection of white
America, latino America, and native America. We talked a lot about identity, and how language
is crucial to the formation and maintenance of a cultural identity. We asked each other what it
means to be an American. What a national identity looks like in as diverse a place as this.
Whether that identity is necessarily different for each person, or whether there are fundamental
threads that are shared by all. In particular, we talked about being an outsider to a shared culture,
and the perspectives that being in proximity to but different from something can give you. We
had a lot of very engaging conversations and debates, and ultimately disappeared so far into
theory and ideas that we lost track of the end goal. Beginning to feel the time pressure, we
decided we needed to get started on something concrete. She would write something, and I
would read it, and we would take it from there.
That was when we really hit a roadblock. She handed me her first piece of writing, and I
realised that although it was an interesting text, I didn’t know what to do with it. She was writing
about identity, about a character in a similar position to the two of us, far from home and trying
to adjust. She had taken our many long conversations about culture and distilled them in a lovely
way into the beginnings of a play, and my overriding reaction was that the approach she was
taking was not compatible with what I was interested in. I didn’t want to have an explicit
conversation about culture on stage. I wanted to be putting different cultures together and letting
that proximity speak for itself. I also realised that I wasn’t interesting in culture and national
identity in the abstract way we had been talking about them. I was interested in Chinese culture,
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and the perspectives that could bring to bear on an unexpected story. At this point, I decided to
end our collaboration and go back to working on my own.
So, it was time to reinvent my project again. Initially, I intended to go back to my original
idea. “Journey to the Even Farther West” revived. But I’d lost a lot of time, and my advisor,
Professor Miyagawa, pointed out to me that writing my own play as well as directing it was
going to be a lot of work, and that I would be much better off choosing an existing text and
putting all of my energy into staging it effectively. So I looked around for a play that would give
me the space I needed to play, and to be innovative, and eventually I settled on Merlin.

Directing Merlin
Why Merlin
Merlin is a beast of a play. In its full form, it is over 15 hours long, and its subject matter
and structure are equally unmanageable. With hundreds of characters and no fixed sense of time
or place, this play starts with the creation of the universe, and ends with the death of the Earth,
and encompasses the entirety of the Arthurian tradition, and of human morality. Prose, stage
direction, and dialogue are all mixed together, often without indication of which is which, and
certainly with no clear sense of how this is to be tackled theatrically. The first time I read this
play in its entirety, my instinctive reaction was that it was unstageable. Reading it through again
as a potential source material for my senior project, I realised that the truth was a little different.
There is no way to approach this play naturalistically. And that is exactly what I needed. The
biggest question I had been struggling with so far was why I wanted to use Chinese theatrical
conventions and techniques. I knew why I was interested in that conceptually: I was interested in
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taking the familiar, and making it strange, in creating a dialogue between different cultural
modalities of thinking and seeing what that produced. But while that “what if” curiosity was my
spark, it wasn’t enough on its own to make the production work. Choosing Merlin as my play
gave me another answer, a better, more concrete one. Merlin is such a monster of a play that it
needs a theatrical construct that can handle the weight. Chinese opera is exactly that structure.

Why Chinese opera
Traditional Chinese opera has very established conventions. Unlike in Western theater,
different actors don’t reinvent parts, and new interpretations of characters are not the goal. In
Chinese opera, faithfulness to the established performance is prized, and audiences watch
performers with a critical eye, to see how well they are able to replicate the previous generation’s
great performers. Most stories are drawn from Chinese classics, so audience members are
familiar with the plots before the show even begins. Furthermore, it is a highly codified art form,
so an experienced viewer will be able to understand everything about the characters at a glance.
All of this makes Chinese opera like a language - the epitome of familiarity to those who speak
it, and utterly opaque to those who don’t. Given my interest in playing with familiarity and
strangeness, this was the ideal art form to draw upon. Everything about Chinese opera feels alien
and strange to an unfamiliar, Western, audience putting, them at an immediate disadvantage. At
this point, my intention was that the traditionally Western story would serve to draw them back
in, keeping them in a tension between discomfort and familiarity. For a Chinese audience, the
effect would be reversed, with the initial use of the form establishing a base level of comfort,
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before the unfamiliar tale - and the breaks from the traditional style and technique - pushed them
too into unfamiliar territory.
Choosing Merlin as my play gave me several more reasons for wanting to work with
Chinese opera. Chinese opera is excellent at telling big stories. Gods and mortals frequently
interact on the Chinese stage, and multiple worlds can coexist, side by side, as pieces of the same
play, as they do in Merlin. Furthermore, for all of its visual splendour, Chinese opera is a heavily
performer-driven art. Costumes and makeup establish character, but there is essentially no set,
and no lighting, and all the work of situating the play is done by the performers, often through
use of gestures. Precision and clarity are crucial in Chinese opera, and there is little space for any
movement or vocal cadence that has not been thought out beforehand. Working with actors to
achieve that level of precision and to create a fully fleshed-out world through the use of bodies in
space was very exciting to me, and made Chinese opera a perfect medium for me to use.

Set
That was where I began: with my stage. The section of the play that I was working with
is very nebulous in terms of physical and temporal setting, and so I didn’t want to pin it down
with many set pieces. Instead, I followed the traditions of Chinese opera, and began with a
completely bare stage. This put the focus and work of telling the story on my actors, their bodies,
and their voices. To this bare stage, I added a table and two chairs. These are very usual,
adaptable stage pieces in Chinese opera. A chair behind a table represents a throne. A chair on
top of a table represents a mountain (Siu, p.28). My play had need for both a throne and a
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mountain, and these were symbols that I felt, while not explicitly known to my primarily
American audience, would nonetheless translate and be understood.
Although I was creating a fluid space that was not specific to one place or time, I didn’t
want the space to feel untethered, or at a loose end. Although time is not a constant in this play much of this section takes place in a temporal limbo before “the first day”, then hundreds of
years are passed in the blink of an eye before the story refocusses in the time of King Arthur, and
then moves quickly to the end of the universe - it is nonetheless a driving force. Merlin is born
old, but he does get born; he can see the future, but the future still comes; individuals like Merlin
or Mark Twain can move backwards through time, but the general progression of time is
forward, and there is a heavy sense of the inevitable. I wanted to find something in the staging to
emphasize that, and create that sense of drive and constancy. To achieve that, I turned to another
convention of the Chinese stage: the structure of entrances and exits. In Chinese opera, the stage
right entrance is referred to as the upper door, and the stage left one as the lower door. Most of
the time, characters enter through the upper door and exit through the lower door. The only
exceptions are when a character is returning to the place they came from, in which case they exit
through the upper door, and when they are coming from indoors, in which case they enter
through the lower door (Liu, p.31). This was integral to the effect I wanted to achieve, as it
channeled the momentum of every scene, allowing for a little push back against an overriding
current.
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Cutting the play
Before I finalized my decisions about set, I had to cut the play - or rather, extract a
section. This turned out to be a lot simpler than I had anticipated. I knew that I wanted my play
to focus on the character of Merlin, since he is the focus of most of the magic in the play, as well
as the heart of the play’s non-linear relationship with time, both of which gave me scope to
experiment. I also knew that I wanted a small cast, because I wanted to be able to do in depth
work on physicality with each of my actors, which would not have been possible with a larger
cast. Finally, I wanted a section that could stand alone and not feel like a fragment. Although
Merlin is the protagonist of the play, he is usually seen in the background of other character’s
stories, manipulating them to try to achieve his aims. There are relatively few scenes that are
actually about Merlin. For all these reasons, I settled on scenes 2 and 3.
This section begins with Hanne - pregnant with Merlin - and her brother the Clown,
wandering around trying to find out who the father of Hanne’s child is. After a series of failed
confrontations, they encounter the Devil, who pleads with spirits for Merlin to be born, and
prophecies that he has a big role to play in the course of fate. The universe is torn apart, and
Merlin is born as an old, bearded man. He quickly figures out to move, talk, and read, and then
meets his father, the Devil, who teaches him about his powers of prophecy, and tells him he is
destined to “save mankind for evil”. Merlin, unconvinced, hides from the Devil up a tree,
reciting the bible in Latin.
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Casting
The other decisions I made regarding cutting the play were guided by my casting, so I
will briefly discuss that and then return. The most important thing to me in casting this
production was that I have flexible actors. I knew this was going to be a very physically and
vocally stylized piece, so I needed actors who were going to be willing and able to explore a
range of movement and speech patterns with me. As a result, much of my audition process asked
the actors to perform a task, and then perform it again as differently to the first time as possible. I
also asked the actors to improvise movements to the sounds of lines, drawing out vowels,
punching consonants, and responding to the shape of those words in a physical way.
From this I found my cast. Initially, I had planned to have a cast of five: one actor for
Merlin, the Devil, Hanne, and the Clown, and one actor to play an assortment of small parts. In
this iteration, most of the actors were going to play more than one part, partly out of
convenience, to make multi-character scenes work with a limited number of actors, and partly
because in Chinese opera each character is identified by their makeup and costume, and not by
the actor portraying them, and it is fairly common for a famous actor to switch characters midshow, playing all the best bits of each character. I was interested in this mutability of character,
and the distinction between actor and character, and was interested in bringing that to bear on my
production. As it happened, that fell by the wayside. There was too much else going on, and
without a concrete sense of how that character shifting would serve the play, I reluctantly let it
go. I also lost several members of my original cast to conflicting commitments, and so, with a
final cast of only four, had to go back and rethink my cutting of the play.
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More cutting
Cutting within the play proved a much greater challenge than selecting a section. The
main decision I had to make was which of the men Hanne and the Clown confront in trying to
find Merlin’s father I should keep. Initially, I kept the Man in Lilac and Mr. Rothschild. At my
first read through, however, it became clear that the remaining section of the play was going to
run too long, and would be impractical to stage with only four actors. Furthermore, I didn’t
know why I’d chosen them specifically. So, I started over with a fresh copy of the script, and this
time I kept the Knight, and some of the interactions with the Member of the Audience. I also now
had a reason for the characters I had chosen to include. Merlin’s struggles in this play are largely
about the nature of humanity, and what it means to be a good or bad person. Keeping the
Member of the Audience allowed me to push those questions directly at the audience right off the
bat, establishing a relationship between the characters and the audience that be maintained
throughout the show. As for the knight, he represents Camelot, which in turn represents those
central questions of morality and humanity. Cutting him took away the first nod to the argument
that powered the entire play. Putting him back in fixed that, and helped me tie the play together,
as I will discuss later.

Character types
The first thing I did when we got into the rehearsal room was to go over the basic
character types of Chinese opera. There are four basic categories of characters: dan (woman),
sheng (man), chou (clown), and jing (painted face). Within each category are sub-categories, for
example wudan (warrior women), laodan (old women), xiaodan (young women), and so on (Siu,
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33-37). I talked each of my actors through their characters. The Clown was a chou character. He
is petty, coarse, and greedy, humiliated by the play, and has some physical or slapstick humour.
Hanne was likewise a chou character, and for similar reasons, but for her it wasn’t as exact a fit.
In Chinese opera, each character fits their archetype neatly, but this play wasn’t written as a
Chinese opera, so it called for a little more flexibility. To that end, I told the actor to think about
her character as a chou who thinks that she is a xiaodan, or young, beautiful woman. Initially, I
asked her to explore both character types simultaneously, and the result was fine, but not
especially interesting. Eventually, as an exercise, I asked her to move through the space,
snapping between the two character types when given a cue, and trying to make each as large
and specific as possible. That gave a little more space for her to explore all aspects of her
character, while also keeping her tethered to specifics. It also gave us a vocabulary for the
rehearsal room, as we would later have discussions about whether a moment was a chou moment
or a dan moment, and I could give her notes like “more dan in that section”, or, “that was too
much chou”. That served as a very strong base for us to work off, and we stuck with that for the
rest of the process.
Then there was the Devil and Merlin. The Devil was straight forward. As a powerful
spirit character who controlled the actions of all the other characters, and who dominated every
scene he was in, he fit into the jing archetype perfectly. Merlin was more complicated. We see
him born, so he is very young in this section of the play, and he is the protagonist, which is
usually a xiaodan, or young man type. On the other hand, we are told that he is born as an old
man with a beard, which would indicate a laodan, or old man. Then again, Merlin is an
immensely powerful being, which could suggest that he should be a jing character, like the Devil
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his father. However, in the section I was working with, he hasn’t really come into his powers yet,
and even once he does, he remains a rather subdued character who prefers to work in the
background, rather than having eyes on him the moment he steps on stage, as a jing should. I
didn’t make a decision about this for a while, briefing my actor on all three options and waiting
to see what came out in rehearsal. This was a mistake. At the midway point of my rehearsal
process, after our first full run, Professor Miyagawa pointed out to me that while the other three
actors had very distinctive physicalities that fit in the world we were creating, Merlin was
physically vague and didn’t click with the others. Trying to figure out why this was, I thought
back to the work I’d done with Hanne, and I realised that I’d made the same mistake again.
Where the others had specific modes of being to explore, I’d given Merlin three polar opposite
ways of being, and expected her to find clarity on her own. When I realised that, I opted to make
her a laodan, as I felt that the physicality of advanced age would be the most specific prompt for
her to respond to, and would best help her find a distinctive physicality.

Physicality work
I wanted this story to be told as much through the body as through the lines, so finding
that distinctive physicality was my first priority with my actors, and our early rehearsals focussed
on exploring their characters physically. This exploration began with the idea of presenting to the
audience. In Chinese opera, actors traditionally introduce themselves to the audience when they
enter the stage (Liu, 33). It was important to me that I use that moment of introduction, because
it sets the tone for the relationship between the characters and the audience. In Merlin, as in
Chinese opera, there is no hard barrier between the audience and the characters. On the second
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page of this script, the Clown accosts a member of the audience, an interaction that turns into an
ongoing conversation running across several scenes. Having had to cut many sections of that
conversation, as well as most moments of direct interaction between Merlin and the audience, I
wanted to be very clear about preserving that relationship. So, I decided to have each of my
actors initially enter as themselves, then slowly become their characters, assuming their
physicality, and making that transition from actor to character in full view of the audience. Once
onstage, they formalized this transition by striking a pose, announcing themselves as if to say
directly to the audience, “I am here”. What was lost in lines was preserved through gesture.
To figure out these entrance sequences, I began by getting my actors to come up with
three gestures inspired by their understanding of their characters. Then I had the entire cast work
through each gesture together, taking turns to do each gesture, with instructions first to copy the
gesture the previous person made as exactly as possible to see how they evolved, and then with
instructions to take the previous person’s gesture and make it larger and utilize more of the body.
The gestures we arrived at through this process formed the basis of the rest of our work with
physicality. Next, I had the actors present to one another, or use their presenting gestures in
power dynamic exercises, which helped them navigate the relationships between their characters,
and also helped them refine their ways of moving.
The Clown quickly found her gestures through this work, but for the other actors it was
the useful beginning of a much longer process. Later, as another approach to physicality, I asked
each actor to move through the space, switching between two contradictory elements of their
character’s personality. For example, I asked Hanne to switch between graceful and flirtatious,
and coarse and vulgar. I asked her to make each of those ideas as clear and distinct as possible,
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and move between them on my cue. I gave a similar task to Merlin, asking her to switch between
shy and skittish, and powerful and cocky. The Devil I asked to switch between threatening and
bullying, and enticing and gentlemanly. These exercises helped pin down physicality for Hanne
and the Devil, but Merlin still wasn’t quite there.
The answer for Merlin came when she got her beard. I knew from the start that I wanted
Merlin in a traditional Chinese opera beard, one that hooks around the ears and rests on the upper
lip. The script called for Merlin to be bearded, and I wanted that particularly striking, nonnaturalistic look, but actually the beard proved most useful in the rehearsal room. After a lot of
experimentation with it, we came up with two rules for the actor to follow: 1) do not let any body
part touch your beard while you move to create a sense of distance and separation, and 2) never
move directly forward, but move on angles, because Merlin is a very circumspect character who
prefers to work indirectly. The awareness of the beard as a physical presence, and the idea of it as
a partner to be moved with, as in a dance, finally put the last piece of the puzzle in place and
Merlin’s physicality clicked into place.
Through all this, specificity was my goal. Not only in the actual movements being
performed, but in what the movement was saying about the character. Each of these characters is
multi-faceted, and having this layer of physicality to work with allowed us to isolate each facet
of their persona and present it separately for examination. Rather than trying to play all the
nuances all the time, I wanted to push each piece of the character as far as it would go. So the
Clown, for instance, would enter as a cunning con man, then switch and be a coward, then switch
again and be self-important, and so on, moving between aspects of his character as appropriate.
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In this way, physicality would reveal a piece of the emotional story of the play at a time, while
the text bound these distinctive images together into a cohesive whole.

Putting the play on its feet
Having found a basic movement vocabulary, I began to block the play. In this process, the
opening paragraph of text was particularly important in shaping my understanding and
presentation of this play. This section is written like stage directions, but formatted on the page
like a monologue, though not attributed to any particular character. This uncertainty of form is a
common quirk of Dorst’s writing in this play, and it is very distinctive and puzzling on the page.
Although I could have simply decided that these lines were stage direction, or chosen a character
to speak them, I wanted to give them the same attention on stage that they call to themselves on
the page. So, I decided that if this section looked like it was both stage direction and spoken
lines, I should trust the text and let it be both.
This choice proved to be a very useful one, giving me a lot of tools to play with. Having
the lines spoken first by the Devil and Merlin - as their introduction to the audience helping to
establish that convention - and then performed off-stage as stage directions by Hanne and the
Clown allowed me to establish the Devil and Merlin’s ability to see, and possibly influence, the
future. It also immediately put the value of those powers in question - they can see the future,
and they choose to tell us about a domestic squabble? Or maybe it’s our understanding of what
we’re seeing that we should doubt - does this fight have significance, and are these ridiculous
characters important? I wanted my audience to have questions from the start, and this opening
gave me a vehicle for those questions.
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Makeup
With the play getting on its feet, I turned my attention to the look of the piece, and in
particular, the makeup. This was one of the biggest challenges for me. From the start, I strongly
felt that in order to push this production all the way away from naturalism and into the more
symbolic, heightened style I was aiming for, I needed powerful makeup. The effect I wanted to
achieve was twofold. First, I wanted the audience to look at the characters and immediately
know that they were in unfamiliar territory. I wanted my audience off balance. Secondly, I
wanted the the world to feel cohesive, and for the actors to feel comfortable with the heightened
physicality we were developing. The rules of the world had to be constant, and I wanted
everyone, actors and audience alike, to look at the makeup and think “yes, these people should
be the way they are.” Since the other elements of the piece were grown out of interactions
between Chinese opera and the text, I knew that I wanted looks that were reminiscent of and
drew influence from Chinese opera, but weren’t just imitation.
I arrived on the makeup for three of the four characters relatively easily. The traditional
clown makeup in Chinese opera, a white circle around the eyes and nose, is so expressive, and
crosses cultural lines so well, that I knew I wanted to preserve that for the Clown. Merlin I had
already put in a beard, and so no other special makeup was necessary. Hanne took a little more
experimentation, but by rooting her makeup in the choices I had made about character types, I
found a look that worked. I wanted to bring together visually what we had discussed, about her
being a chou character who thought she was a xiaodan. To that end, I blended the white patch of
the chou with simple, if dramatic, eye make up intended to look striking and beautiful. We
experimented with the size and exact placement of the white patch, and with the color and shape
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of the eye makeup, and eventually found a balance. The look didn’t quite work in action, with
the eye makeup getting lost a little on stage, but we worked on that each night, making it bolder
and stronger until it was effective.
For the Devil’s makeup, I experimented with my designer to come up with a look. Right
off the bat, I knew that I wanted to avoid stereotypical western ideas of what a devil should look
like. I definitely didn’t want horns, and I wanted to steer clear of black and red as the colors of
evil. Instead, I drew my pallet from Chinese opera convention, choosing blue, white, and yellow
as the three colors for the Devil’s look. Blue traditionally represents high status characters, who
are staunch, fierce, and astute. White is sinister and crafty, often used for villains, as well as
being the color associated with death (Li, p.13). Finally, yellow stands for treachery,
ferociousness, and slyness, as well as being similar to gold, which is the color of gods and
demons(Siu, p.4). I knew that I couldn’t expect my audience to understand these color
associations, but they were useful as a guide to my makeup designer, suggesting to her the
characteristics I wanted to highlight.
As a first try, I gave my designer those colors and a range of examples of makeup for jing
characters in Chinese opera, and asked her to come up with a new design. The result was a really
interesting pattern that said absolutely nothing about the character. On thing I did like about the
look was a harsh line across the cheekbones, so, I asked her to make it more angular, taking the
same symmetry and full face coverage of the Chinese opera masks, and building in a sense of
harshness that felt appropriate for the Devil. This second attempt felt better to me, but I still
wasn’t sure that it worked.
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To shake things up, we tried a totally different tack, recreating a facial look from a
medieval painting of the Devil seducing Merlin’s mother. This Devil was mostly blue, with white
highlights, which fitted perfectly with the color scheme I had prescribed. However, the painting
was of a Devil with very odd proportions, not to mention horns, and when transplanted onto a
normal human face, it didn’t look right. It looked very tribal, rather like aboriginal Australian
face paint, which was not what I was going for. I didn’t want to confuse my piece by accidentally
suggesting an additional culture for no good reason!
With that idea a bust, we went back to the design that she and I had been developing
together. This time, I asked her to cut the look off at the cheek bone, restricting the mask to the
upper half of the face. This turned out to be a good decision, as it emphasized that angularity, and
gave the actor a rather aquiline look. The Devil in this play is a very predatory character, so the
impression of him as a bird of prey, circling over the other characters, was one that I liked very
much. We continued to clarify this look over the run, and I think we found a look that worked,
but I was never totally satisfied with it. I think I never really had it clear in my head what I
wanted to achieve with the Devil’s makeup, and that showed in the result.

Percussion
The last element that I added to the production was percussion. It was important for me to
have percussion in this piece in order to create an aural environment that would complement the
stylistic movement and speech we had worked to create. For my instruments, I chose a drum and
cymbals, both very standard Chinese opera instruments, and also a bolanggu, or hand pellet
drum, which is more usually a children’s toy, but which I felt would create an interesting
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dialogue with the drum. I also appreciated that association with childhood. This is a story about
Merlin’s birth, and about the process of self-discovery and establishing identity, and so in that
sense is about childhood. Having one of my instruments be an emblem of that seemed
appropriate.
I began percussion work by establishing a few basic rules for us to follow. First of all,
most of the percussion in this piece was connected to the Devil and Merlin, as the two
supernatural characters, with Hanne and the Clown - the two mortal characters - generally only
having sound effects, and not other percussion behind their scenes. Following on from that, each
instrument was associated with a character and primarily plays in connection to that character.
The drum was the Devil’s instrument, as a powerful and commanding instrument. The pellet
drum, smaller less decisive relative of the drum, was Merlin’s instrument, to establish that
connection between him and the Devil, as well as to build the power discrepancy between them.
The cymbal is a martial instrument, traditionally used to represent military characters, so that
was the Knight’s instrument
Having these specific associations between characters and instruments allowed me to
keep those characters present even when they were offstage. For example, although the knight is
only briefly present - and never physically onstage - the cymbals were used at many moments of
conflict or confrontation, as well as being incorporated into the Devil’s presentation percussion.
The knight is a minor character, but he is a very important symbol, representative of King
Arthur’s round table: the world that Merlin wants to build and the Devil is desperate to destroy.
Having his instrument recur throughout the piece kept that idea alive, and served to ground the
play in its central conflict. The Devil’s drum was more regulated, only sounding once when the

22
Devil was offstage. This was at the very end of the play, once Merlin had come down from his
tree. In response to Merlin’s assurance that “yes, [the Devil’s] gone,” the drum rapped out 4 loud
beats before the lights went to blackout. This drum beat, only previously heard when the Devil
was onstage, acted as an answer to Merlin’s confidence, to imply that although the Devil was
currently gone, this conflict was far from over.

Conclusion
Like the conflict, my exploration of this play is far from over. This is an immensely
complex play, and for every answer I found, a dozen more questions popped up. How does time
work? What is being said about humanity? Who has the real power at any given moment? Is this
an optimistic play, or a pessimistic one? This complexity gave me a lot of valuable material to
explore, but was also a challenge, because I wanted to explore so much that I wasn’t always able
to keep it all active and in play.
So: to my questions. How does time work? Time is very fluid in this play. Merlin is
conceived before “the first day”, and born an old man, and has the ability to remember the future.
Other characters, too, have an unexpected relationship with time, as the Arthurian knight appears
before the existence of Camelot, and famous figures such as Rothschild and (in a later section)
Mark Twain exist at the beginning of time, or in Arthur’s court. My initial take on this was that
time in this play was simply another dimension that characters and ideas could move through
freely. That sense of permeability felt right, but once I started working more with the text, I
realised that there were rules at play. If time was infinitely permeable, then why, do none of the
knights appear out of sequence? Why is it only Merlin, the Devil, and these thinkers from the
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future who move through time differently? Perhaps the answer was that there are two layers of
time in the play: linear time for people who are living the story, and mutable time for those on
the periphery, who interact with and comment on the story without truly being part of it. This felt
more true, but then I noticed one anomaly. In a scene late in the play, King Arthur, who is very
much living the story, and otherwise has a thoroughly linear relationship with time, finds himself
with Merlin, out of his time and place, in a planetarium. This threw me, and I reexamined the
question for a third time. Finally, I found clarity in one of Hanne’s lines. On page 3 of the play,
well before Merlin’s birth, Hanne shouts at the Clown, “The kid’s screaming.” It occurred to me
that while this could simply be a comment meant to deflect blame, it could also be read as
another moment of non-linear time, in which Merlin’s presence is felt before he has really
arrived. That was the final piece of the puzzle, adding a third possible relationship to time. Not
only does Merlin personally have a non-linear existence, he also warps time for those around
him.
Finally, is this an optimistic or a pessimistic play? This was a question I went back and
forth on many times, and it was closely intertwined with the power dynamics at play, and the
presentation of humanity. My instinctive response was that it had to be optimistic, because that is
the legacy of the Arthurian legends: hope in the potential perfection of humanity. However, this
play in its entirety ends with the destruction of the planet - a rather bleak note! That sent me back
to the text to try to distinguish what was being said as opposed to what I wanted it to be saying.
Combing through the play, I came to realise that I was asking the wrong question. Optimistic
versus pessimistic was an intellectually interesting question, but I needed something more active
to guide my work. The alternate question I settled on was: does the Devil win? The answer I
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arrived at was that it depends what scale you’re looking at, or when in the play you stop. When
the Round Table is formed? The perfect society the Devil was afraid of is formed, so the Devil
has lost. At the battle of Camlaan and the fall of Arthur? The Devil has won. Perhaps the failure
of humanity after coming so close to harmony makes the Devil’s success more complete. But
then in the enduring legend, there is hope that humanity could try again, and perhaps succeed. In
that case, the Devil would have lost after all. Everything in this play goes in cycles, and because
of this play’s extreme length, that becomes palpable. So, even though I was only directing a 25
minute section, I needed to draw from the my reading of the entire play, and find a way to leave
that sense of uncertainty and potential for the future open. I chose a section that ended with
conflict, and pushed that conflict literally into the audience, sweeping them up as the cycles
started turning in earnest.
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Appendix 1: An Annotated Script
Merlin, by Tankred Dorst. Copyrighted material, for educational and archival purposes only.
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Appendix 2: Make-up

The Clown

Merlin

Hanne
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The Devil. Clockwise from top left: Initial experiment; final design; alternate inspiration;
alternate look.
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Appendix 3: Production Photos
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Appendix 4: The Program
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